Medicare Patient Referral Networks to Female Pelvic Medicine and Reconstructive Surgeons Across the United States.
The source of urogynecology patient referrals remains poorly understood. We used novel methods to identify referral networks to female pelvic medicine and reconstructive surgeons (FPMRS) and to determine factors associated with physician connections. A retrospective analysis of Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services data with physician sharing relationships spanning 180 days during 2015 was performed. All patients studied were Medicare beneficiaries. Provider patient-sharing networks were modeled using social network analytics. To visualize the resulting flow of patients from referring providers to FPMRS, we encoded the node and edge data and mapped the data to a map of the United States. We studied 206,568 Medicare beneficiaries who were seen by 618 different board-certified FPMRS. Internal medicine physicians followed by nurse practitioners referred the most patients to FPMRS. Over half of referrals were made locally, with patients traveling less than 5 miles from the referring provider to the female pelvic surgeon. The median number of incoming Medicare patient referrals per FPMRS provider was 15 (interquartile range, 12-20) over a 6-month period. The high modularity of the referral network indicates that most providers refer their patients to a few female pelvic surgeons. Medicare patient referrals to FPMRS are primarily and proportionally the highest from local internal medicine physicians.